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Cross-Cultural Communication:
Implications For Effective
Information Services In
Academic Libraries
Jian Wang and Donald G. Frank
abstract: International students and scholars on campuses in the United States constitute a complex,
diverse, and rapidly growing population that must be served effectively by academic libraries.
This article examines cultural differences with a focus on communication processes and styles,
and recommends ways to accommodate cross-cultural differences in information services. The
article includes a survey of relevant literature and draws on the results of a series of focus groups
conducted at Harvard University, the Georgia Institute of Technology, Portland State University,
and one of the annual conferences of the American Library Association.
The number of international students attending colleges and universities in theUnited States has been increasing dramatically for several decades. In the 1954–55 academic year, 34,232 international students were enrolled in American col-
leges and universities.1 By the 1999–2000 academic year, 514,723 international students
were enrolled. This is a total increase of 1,411 percent, and is an average annual increase
of 31 percent. Of the various
international student sub-
groups, Asians currently rep-
resent about 58 percent of the
total. Data for the larger sub-
groups include: China (54,466
students), Japan (46,872), In-
dia (42,337), Korea (41,191),
Taiwan (29,232), Canada (23,544), Indonesia (11,300), Thailand (10,983), Mexico (10,607),
and Turkey (10,100). Popular areas of study for international students in the United
States are business and management (20 percent) and mathematics and computer sci-
ence (19 percent).2
The positive contributions of international
students to academe’s intellectual and social
processes are numerous.
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The positive contributions of international students to academe’s intellectual and
social processes are numerous. They contribute significantly to the success and enrich-
ment of colleges and universities. International students typically represent the best of
their nations’ intellectual life. They usually come to the United States with solid to su-
perior academic credentials and contribute significantly to academic excellence on cam-
puses. Their presence tends to enrich campus diversity by exposing other graduate and
undergraduate students to different cultural and ethnic experiences. Their presence
also promotes a degree of global awareness on campus.3
From an economic perspective, international students in private and state-supported
institutions typically pay some form of full-fare international tuition (similar to out-of-
state tuition), thereby contributing more, from a per student basis, to the institution’s
overall budget. They frequently seek and accept on-campus jobs as research or teaching
assistants partially to defray expenses, providing a pool of researchers and teachers at
lower cost to the institution.4
International students who study and are trained in U.S. business or management
schools are more likely to have a better understanding of American business behaviors
and practices, potentially influencing and facilitating business transactions in the glo-
bal market. These students are also, to some degree, influenced by the social and intel-
lectual customs and practices of other students and professors, promoting an increased
understanding of the people of the United States.5
As the number and diversity of international students continue to grow on cam-
puses, the need to understand and to work effectively with this population becomes
more important for academic librarians who are responsible for providing effective in-
formation services to all students.
Underutilization of Information Services
Effective academic libraries are integrated into the instructional and research fabric of
their institutions. All are concerned with the students on their campuses and, increas-
ingly, with students at other locations via distance programs. Nonetheless, more atten-
tion needs to be focused on the information-seeking behaviors, practices, and interests
of international students as well as on these students’ perceptions of libraries and avail-
able information services. Data from a series of focus groups indicate that international
students may not be fully aware of the readily available professional assistance on in-
formation-related issues. As a result, international students tend to underuse available
information services.6 Several factors contribute to this underutilization.
International students tend to be unfamiliar with the organization and mission of
academic libraries in the United States. Libraries in their countries are organized differ-
ently, with missions and strategic goals that are occasionally dramatically different.
Reference and information services are not necessarily available for all students. Access
to books and other forms of information may be limited. Databases may or may not be
available and accessible. Card catalogs and closed stacks are still used in some libraries
or information centers. These are significant differences.7
International students may not be as skilled with the various information tech-
nologies that are understood and used routinely by others. Some feel intimidated by
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these technologies, but do not ask for professional assistance. Other students have not
used computers or have used computers on a limited basis. Some do not know how to
type and struggle with computer keyboards.8
International students may not ask for assistance. International students are occa-
sionally hesitant to approach reference stations and professional librarians as a result of
communication differences or difficulties, preconceptions of cultural differences, and
other reasons. Some are simply scared and lack the confidence needed to ask for assis-
tance with information-related issues.9
International students may not be information-literate nor skilled in the ability to
seek, to obtain, and to evaluate information. They frequently rely on the informal com-
ments and suggestions of other students. While this phenomenon is not limited to in-
ternational students, it is relevant to their information needs and realities. International
students need to be included in the academic library’s ongoing information literacy
program.10
This underutilization of information services emphasizes the need to reassess the
academic library’s programs and services and make them more culturally responsive.
Academic librarians need to be challenged continually to integrate cross-cultural dif-
ferences into information services so that libraries are able to respond effectively to the
information needs of international students and scholars.
Culture and Cultural Differences
To understand fully the needs and interests of international students, it is important to
be familiar with key differences and similarities of the various cultures and histories
represented by these students. Additionally, international students interact and com-
municate with others within the context of inter- and intra-cultural environments. Some
familiarity with this context facilitates a deeper understanding of the international stu-
dent.
Cultures of people (nations) and organizations are complex and diverse. There are
individual, organizational, and national cultures. Edgar H. Schein’s classic studies of
organizational cultures are relevant. He defines organizational culture as the “pattern
of basic assumptions that a given group has invented, discovered, or developed in learn-
ing to cope with its problems of external adaptation and internal integration, and that
have worked well enough to be considered valid, and, therefore, to be taught to new
members as the correct way to perceive, think, and feel in relation to those problems.” 11
He also stresses the importance of being aware of the underlying assumptions that
shape and influence cultures. Academic libraries are organizations that exist within the
context of specific cultures that are shaped and, to a degree, governed by various un-
derlying assumptions. Libraries and librarians develop and implement services that
are influenced by specific assumptions that are culturally and intellectually based.
Cultures are also characterized by shared values, including the basic assumptions
that influence these values.12 Additionally, cultures are defined by “collective character-
istics,” with both tangible and intangible attributes. Individuals in the culture or group
will occasionally differ or vary on the cultural continuum, but the overall group tends
to be harmonious as a collective entity.13 Basically, a culture or community shares a set
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of common experiences and values that shape perceptions of other cultures or commu-
nities, including academic libraries. Simply stated, “culture is central to what we see,
how we make sense of what we see, and how we express ourselves.”14
So, one’s culture affects attitudes, behaviors, practices, and values. One’s sense of
what is ethical, unethical, good, bad, appropriate, or inappropriate is influenced dra-
matically by one’s culture. Attitudes toward life, work, or family will vary from one
culture to another. Specific cultures determine or influence physical proximity in con-
versations with others, the ability to make direct eye contact in conversations, how we
express feelings of happiness or frustration, and other basic behaviors/practices.
Progressing toward a fundamental understanding of these cultural differences is
likely to minimize the misinterpretations and misunderstandings that occasionally af-
fect cross-cultural communications. For example, Asian students are occasionally viewed
or perceived as more reserved
or non-assertive. “These
[Asian] cultures place an em-
phasis on harmony and re-
spect for authorities. There-
fore, many of them are reluc-
tant to share their feelings or
emotions, express their opin-
ions or oppositions to any-
one, especially to authority
figures. Thus instead of em-
phasizing personal rights
and assertive communication, Asians tend to emphasize the importance of patience,
harmony, respect, and deference.”15 Information services in libraries that are sensitive
to and encompass differences in culturally influenced communication styles are more
likely to be responsive to the information needs and interests of international students.
Academic librarians are working and collaborating with students from different
cultures. These students view librarians from differing perspectives that are shaped
and influenced by fundamental cultural differences. As information professionals be-
come more aware of the various cultural differences as well as the relative impact of
these differences on cross-cultural communications, they become more effective listen-
ers and communicators, able to empathize and understand. Information services be-
come more responsive to the needs of international students.
Unique Concerns of International Students and Scholars
In spite of their cultural differences, international students generally share common
problems, including language barriers, performance anxieties, loneliness and home-
sickness, and financial difficulties. They are challenged constantly to adjust to new aca-
demic and social conditions and environments. “Exposure to an unfamiliar environ-
ment can create anxiety, confusion, and depression. These conditions can lead to prob-
lems such as nervousness, loneliness, insomnia, and physical illness, all of which ap-
pear to interfere with their studies.”16
Information services in libraries that are
sensitive to and encompass differences in
culturally influenced communication styles
are more likely to be responsive to the
information needs and interests of
international students.
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Language barriers constitute a significant problem for international students. While
international students are required to pass the Test of English as a Foreign Language
(TOEFL) or other equivalent English proficiency examinations before coming to the
United States, some may not realize fully that they speak English with an accent that is
occasionally unintelligible to others. Also, some may be unaware that they use expres-
sions that are not easily understood. Language barriers create communication prob-
lems, affecting the students’ ability to communicate effectively with academic librar-
ians and others in academe. Students become frustrated, which affects their ability to
succeed.
International students are likely to experience some degree of “culture shock” in
their initial year of adjusting to life and studies in a new environment. The psychologi-
cal and physical stresses arising from cultural differences and from the pressures to
adjust to or to conform to an unfamiliar culture can be overwhelming. Students need
support and counsel to function competently. Academic librarians can be important
advisors and counselors, helping international students obtain needed value-added
information and to succeed academically.
Different Communication Styles
Communication is vital to personal and professional success. We communicate as we
discuss or share ideas, express feelings, learn and grow as humans, and seek assistance
or information. The way we communicate is influenced by culture. Being aware of cul-
tural differences and communication styles helps us to understand the needs and moti-
vations of students from different cultures and also helps to minimize misunderstand-
ing. The following examples emphasize the need to be aware of differing styles of com-
munication.
Use of Language:
One of the obvious barriers in cross-cultural communication is the use of language.
Language reflects culture and tends to control or influence processes used to think and
to perceive. For example, in focus groups at a major university, several Chinese stu-
dents hesitantly stated that they were somewhat confused by the use of “Check Out
Books” on a sign. For this group of students, “check out” implied “examining or search-
ing.” They were not interested in being examined or searched. In another focus group,
the students stated that “checking out books” was associated with “paying for books.”
The librarians listened actively to the students and changed “Check Out Books” to “Bor-
row Books.”17
Nonverbal Communication:
Verbal language is not the only mode of communication. Approximately 70 percent of
communication is conveyed via non-verbal techniques.18 Facial expressions, physical
gestures, posture, eye contact, and voice pitch or volume constitute important elements
of nonverbal communication. Different cultures view or use these nonverbal elements
differently. For example, American students tend to use eye contact in one-to-one con-
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versations, indicating interest and respect. Students from other cultures who look away
in conversations with American students or librarians erroneously may be perceived as
disrespectful or simply not willing to pay attention. Space is a factor in some cultures.
Middle Eastern students, for example, tend to be physically closer to their conversa-
tional partners, indicating degrees of interest and collegiality. Japanese students tend to
maintain some physical distance in conversations, emphasizing respect for others. Ele-
ments of posture are also considered to be more relevant by some cultures. Chinese
students, for example, may correlate “correct posture” with respect for others. Sitting
with one leg crossed over the other leg may be viewed as offensive by some Middle
Eastern students.19
Directness vs. Indirectness:
Some international students from Asian nations are particularly sensitive to the need to
“save face.” If one is providing assistance or instruction for an Asian student and asks if
the student understands, it is likely that the student will state that he or she does under-
stand, even if the student fails to understand or is unsure. The student does not want to
“lose face,” and also does not want the instructor or librarian to “lose face.” A response
indicating that the student does not understand may reflect negatively on the student
and on the instructor. In contrast, directness and assertiveness in communications are
generally valued by American students and scholars. It is important for academic li-
brarians to be sensitive to these different culturally-based approaches.20
English Idioms:
Idioms add a sense of vitality and color to the language and are used regularly by
native speakers. Unfortunately, international students occasionally struggle to compre-
hend the context and meaning of idioms in conversations. An international student is
likely to be misled by “Give me a ring,” for example, especially if “Call me” is more
accurate and appropriate. Use of plain and simple English in conversations with inter-
national students will help to minimize misunderstandings.
Recommendations
The following recommendations are intended to assist academic librarians in efforts to
provide effective information services for international students. They are reminders to
consider different cultures as programs and services are developed and implemented.
• Conduct “open houses” for international students, especially for the interna-
tional students who are new on the campus. These provide informal opportuni-
ties for international students to meet librarians and to be exposed to some of
the services provided by the academic library. In particular, the open houses
provide opportunities to develop connections or partnerships. These are par-
ticularly relevant to the academic success of international students.
• Organize formal orientation programs that focus on the unique issues, needs,
and concerns of international students. Emphasize the reality that the people who
work in libraries are accessible, willing to listen actively, and qualified to assist.
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• Discuss the issues and concerns related to international students regularly. As
information programs and services are developed and modified, integrate an
“international student module” into these programs and services so that the needs
of these students are included.
• Integrate the needs of international students into formal programs of informa-
tion literacy. Librarians are involved actively in issues of teaching and learning
on campuses. As we collaborate with faculty to create meaningful learning ex-
periences for students, include the perspective of international students. For ex-
ample, “challenging” students to learn via a particular class initiative may not
be a positive experience for some international students. Consider all students
as learning experiences are designed.
• Provide more assistance for new international students. The initial year for any
student can be traumatic. This assistance can be integrated into a program that
focuses on all new students.
• Cooperate with other units on the campus to facilitate success for international
students. For example, communicate with units such as the “International Stu-
dents Center” and the “Counseling Center.”
• Become more familiar with the learning styles of international students by ad-
justing or tailoring instructional content to specific groups of librarians create
more meaningful learning experiences. Research on the learning styles of
international students in-
dicates that they are gen-
erally goal-oriented and
prefer informal one-to-
one relationships with in
structors. They also prefer
learning situations that
provide direct contact
with topics and materials.
While these conditions
will vary from group to
group, it is important to learn more about these different learning styles.21
• Develop and conduct sensitivity training for librarians and staff who interact
regularly with international students. Focus on the sensitive nature of cross-cul-
tural communication, recognizing that cultural differences exist. It is important
for international students (and indeed, all students) to feel as comfortable as
possible in information-related situations. It is also important to accommodate
different communication styles.
• Develop brochures or guides that provide information on programs and ser-
vices in several languages. Examine existing signage to be sure that words or
phrases are not potentially offensive or confusing to some international students.
• Active and sensitive listening is important. Additionally, body language can in-
vite or impede questions from international students.
• Recruit and hire librarians and staff who come from different cultures. This pro-
vides opportunities for existing librarians and staff to learn and to become more
Research on the learning styles of
international students indicates that they
are generally goal-oriented and prefer
informal one-to-one relationships with
instructors.
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sensitive to the needs of the various cultures. Additionally, international stu-
dents will feel more comfortable as they see and interact with a diverse staff in
academic libraries.
• Effective information services for international students as well as other specific
groups need to be integrated into the library’s mission statement. These services
need to be included as strategic goals or options.
• Provide customized assistance or instruction on the use of electronic databases
for international students. “International students’ technological and computa-
tional experience should not be taken for granted. There ought to be a planned
induction for international students into this electronic world.”22 While electronic
reference services are used increasingly by students, some international students
may be reluctant to use these services. “For students from cultures that are more
personal in their communicative styles, the new technologies can be very threa-
ening in deeply alienating ways.”23
• Recognize that each international student is an individual, regardless of the
student’s specific culture. Generalizations applied to individuals as well as groups
may lead to practices and policies that are not as inclusive or effective as desired.
“We are all shaped by many, many factors—our ethnic background, our family,
our education, our personalities—and are more complicated than any cultural
norm could suggest.”24
As information professionals consider the unique characteristics and communica-
tion styles of international students (and basically of all students), policies and services
will be more reflective of and responsive to different cultures and, as a result, more
effective.
Concluding Comments
Communicating across cultures is essential and should be a priority for academic li-
brarians who are providing information services for international students. Other rel-
evant articles on international students in the literature of academic librarianship do
not necessarily focus on issues of communication and cross-cultural communication.
They provide information and perspective on issues such as orientation methodolo-
gies, information-seeking behaviors and practices, usage patterns and trends, and as-
sistance on dissertations.25 If the ability to communicate effectively within and across
cultures is a priority in academic libraries, international students are more likely to
succeed as information seekers and users, completing dissertations, theses, and other
educational requirements.
More research on the issues related to communicating with international students
in academic libraries is needed. As we confer with international students and become
more familiar with the realities that underscore different cultures and communication
styles, we will be able to integrate innovative ideas and perspectives into evolving in-
formation programs and services.
The relevance of academic libraries depends on the ability of the librarians to be-
come integrated effectively into the instructional and research fabric of the college or
university. If the librarians are integrated into the institutional fabric, the information
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services provided by the academic library are likely to be used and to be relevant to the
needs of students and scholars. International students constitute an increasingly sig-
nificant “body” on campuses. Academic librarians must be able to identify and work
with the unique information-related issues associated with international students. If
librarians fail to do so, the students will turn to other sources of information and other
information providers.
Effective information services are customized and personalized to the specific needs
of students, scholars, and administrators. The specific needs of international students
must be included in this customized “mix” of services. International students add a
special social and intellectual vitality to our campuses. As we work and collaborate
with these students, providing assistance, counsel, and value-added information, we
learn and grow as librarians and, in the process, our libraries become more relevant.
Jian Wang is the Serials Catalog Librarian for Millar Library at Portland State University; she
may be contacted via e-mail at: jianw@pdx.edu.
Donald G. Frank is the Assistant Director for Public Services for Millar Library at Portland
State University; he may be contacted via e-mail at: frankd@pdx.edu.
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